This article deals with fieldwork in challenging research contexts that make preparation for field research particularly difficult. Challenging contexts include generally insecure places, politicized contexts, and unknown settings. Drawing on our experience in the field, we discuss four challenges that are common across these contexts: access, positionality, researcher well-being, and research design and data collection. Bringing together insights from fieldwork with urban elites and in the countryside, this paper describes problems that occurred in both settings and identifies a set of interpersonal skills that helped the authors to tackle the challenges of the field and seize the opportunities it offered. This article posits that recognizing the importance of certain interpersonal skills, namely: openness, empathy, humility, and flexibility, precedes the identification of practical tools. Interpersonal skills, instead, focus on a general attitude that underlies researchers' capacity to make informed choices about specific courses of actions, preparing fieldworkers to be prepared to confront problems once they arise.
T rapped in a town center as an angry crowd cuts power and telephone lines. Being sexualized and harassed by key informants. Being denied access by high-ranked technocrats. These are only a few of the most difficult challenges in doing fieldwork that the recent literature on qualitative methods addresses (see, in this order : Nilan 2002; Mügge 2013) . Recent years have seen a growing openness by academics to discuss the seemingly "unscientific" aspects of social enquiry. These elements of the investigation process are rarely discussed in publications and final stages of research trajectories. However, there is now a considerable number of articles, including previous issues of this journal, that address the specific challenges of conducting research under dangerous circumstances (Wong 2015) , in politically unstable rural environments (Mukeredzi 2012 ) and on sensitive issues (Roman 2016) . Various journals have added to the literature with round table discussions (Ortbals and Rincker 2009 ) and special issues (Goode and Ahram 2016). In addition, several book-length discussions are available to help the social researcher "survive field research" (Sriram et al. 2009 ; see also Thomson, Ansoms, and Murison 2012; Lunn 2014; Kapiszewski, MacLean, and Read 2015 ) . Do we need yet another report on the challenges and lessons learned from fieldwork?
We believe the answer is yes. Graduate students who set off to the field for the first time are still often illequipped to confront the realities of fieldwork. As a political scientist who found herself forced to bribe the Russian police wrote, the best recommendations she counted on at the time were only some "helpful hints regarding the problems one might find in the field and some preliminary thoughts on how to handle certain situations" (Johnson 2009:321) . Since then, the field has made some progress, but nevertheless, we still lack some of the cross-cutting insights that can prepare us to face the difficult tasks of doing research in challenging contexts.
Specifically, this article hopes to make three contributions. First, we conceptualize challenging research contexts more broadly than prior contributions that address fieldwork in areas of ongoing or recent armed conflict (Goodhand 2000; Barakat et al. 2002; Wood 2006) . Challenging contexts include not only dangerous places where political violence is acute, but also localities where researcher mobility is restricted by other variables, such as high crime rates, for instance. Challenging contexts are also present where access is difficult in logistical terms, and they include situations of extreme political polarization. Lastly, fieldwork in any unknown or unfamiliar place also creates a particularly challenging context. Although, in our case, we encountered the "unknown" doing research in the global south, this contribution is equally relevant for those conducting fieldwork in developed countries, provided that the particular context is unfamiliar to the researcher. The bigger the cultural, linguistic, and life-world gap between the researcher and the research environment, the more of the precious resource time is needed until the researcher is able to get the most out of fieldwork. After all, our objective in the field is not merely to survive (Sriram et al. 2009 ), but to gain the original insights one can only obtain in the field.
The second contribution lies with the combined experiences of the two co-authors on the challenges Getting Prepared to Be Prepared: How Interpersonal Skills Aid Fieldwork in Challenging Contexts we discuss. Specifically, we draw on experiences where the field consisted in major cities with the targeted experts being found in offices guarded by security personnel in ties and shirt cuffs, and others where transportation infrastructure was lacking and the relevant participants, indigenous people living in rural communities, were therefore hard to access. Common to these challenging contexts, we identify four overarching challenges that arise in the course of the research process: gaining access, positionality, researcher well-being, and data availability. We illustrate each of them with concrete examples and propose strategies to respond or mitigate them.
Lastly, the various solutions we propose identify specific strategies to deal with particular challenges and offer practical advice, with an emphasis on four overarching interpersonal skills that are crucial to success in the field: openness, empathy, humility, and flexibility. Although these interpersonal skills are found in some of the existing literature, their treatment tends to be rather implicit in political science, and they are rarely discussed as a diverse set of skills. This most likely occurs because there is an open debate over the extent to which such traits can be learned. In this debate, we take the position that good fieldworkers are made and not born, and that we can learn from others' experiences.
Generally, skills are defined as a "goal-directed behavior that is acquired by practice" (Proctor and Dutta 1995 as cited in McEnery and Blanchard 1999:156) . In particular, interpersonal skills refer to "goal-oriented behaviors, including communication and relationship-building competencies, employed in interpersonal interaction episodes characterized by complex perceptual and cognitive processes, dynamic verbal and nonverbal interaction exchanges, diverse roles, motivations, and expectancies" (Klein, DeRouin, and Salas 2006:81) . Simply put, it refers to "the skills employed when persons interact with one another" (Klein et al. 2006:81) . While scientists generally concur that interpersonal skills are to some extent innate to humans, research in the fields of business, economics, human geography, and psychology shows ample scope for individuals to develop and improve them. Focusing on these four skills, we believe, will prepare researchers to face the particular problems that are inherent to challenging contexts.
Building on the combined research experience of both co-authors, in research contexts that are broadly defined as challenging, the next section describes the four interpersonal skills mentioned above and how they help getting the most out of fieldwork in challenging places. The third section explains the fieldwork settings and the methodology used for the purpose of this contribution. The remainder of the article is organized along four challenges, in the order the field researcher is most likely to confront them: access, positionality, researcher well-being, and research design. Although a neat separation between them does not exist, we believe that the sequence is representative of many fieldwork experiences. Accordingly, it is only after having gained access that the researcher is directly confronted with issues of positionality. Researcher well-being, clearly the most cross-cutting issue in the fieldwork process, was in our experience most pronounced after we had already spent some time in the field.
Lastly, an informed revision of the research design takes place only once the data collection process in the field has already made progress. We illustrate how interpersonal skills help overcome the respective problems associated with each of the four challenges and how they may even turn challenges into chances.
Challenges Meet Interpersonal Skills: How Personal Attributes Help Navigating the Field
The challenges we deal with are not unique to challenging contexts. Gaining access, positionality, researcher well-being, and research design are considerations relevant to all research sites. Nevertheless, they tend to be more salient in challenging contexts, either with respect to the nature of the problem or the strategies they require in response. Take snowballing techniques, for instance, which are generally advocated to overcome access problems, but appear hardly suitable in politicized contexts where referral chains are interrupted by disconnected social networks (Cammett 2006 ). Yet, as we shall explain below, the researcher who is open and flexible can use existing cleavages to his or her advantage in order to bridge them.
To decide on the most beneficial strategy to deal with a given problem and seize the opportunities of the field, we identified a particular set of interpersonal skills as particularly relevant. Table 1 summarizes the challenges and the correspondent interpersonal skills to address or mitigate them. The skills highlighted in bold letters are those we found most relevant for each challenge. Since the terms are borrowed from the field of business and management studies and the skills needed in that discipline are not necessarily the same social scientists require, it is necessary to explain what each of them means.
By openness, we refer to a general disposition to experience situations that are unfamiliar or unusual, from the researcher's perspective. Openness is especially relevant in challenging fieldwork contexts where little is likely to turn out as planned and where the ability to respond quickly and smoothly to unforeseen situations can be crucial for the success of the research endeavor. A lack of openness is likely to result in frustration and, consequently, lesser efficiency, which leads to the loss of precious time in the field. As Table 1 shows, we found openness particularly relevant to gain access, in the dialectical process of data analysis and refining the research design.
A certain degree of openness is a precondition for flexibility, which represents the second interpersonal skill we identified as crucial in our research given way, we believe that humility helps researchers gain access and deal with challenges of positionality, that is, the dynamics of the researcher-researched relationship, as well as to ponder our own well-being in the context of field research (see Table 1 ).
The Research Experience: What We Did and How We Made Sense of It
To assess how the four interpersonal skills defined above help address the problems that may emerge while conducting field research in challenging contexts, we draw on the combined dissertation expe- Both projects relied heavily on interviews, which were complemented by data from official documents and media analyses, as well as participant observation in public and closed events. The two projects also involved a limited amount of archival work.
Neither of us had prior experience in any of our fieldwork sites, and the first contact with the areas took place only when the research projects begun.
The process of developing the conclusions presented in this paper began several months after having concluded the fieldwork. Back at our respective home institutions, friends and colleagues occasionally enquired about our fieldwork experience. Sharing insights in these informal settings set off a process of reflection, that later developed into a systematic effort after we were both asked to give a seminar on fieldwork for a methods summer school in political science. Ironically, it was during the presentation that we realized striking similarities both in the problems we had encountered during fieldwork and in the solutions we had found-often going through the same processes of trial and error. At first, given the rather dissimilar contexts of our field research, we thought it was not possible to come up with a common set of conclusions. Enquiring about the management of territorial disputes required locating informants mainly in the institutions placed in the administrative centers of the countries studied.
Navigating bureaucratic hurdles and traffic in South
America and Southeast Asia's large capital cities had little to do with the lack of road infrastructure and the difficulty to access closed rural communities that characterized fieldwork for the project on political participation in rural Bolivia. In the latter context, a great deal of the field research entailed gaining access to indigenous leaders in remote communities and to community assemblies that were not open to outsiders. We then realized that despite superficial differences, both settings presented similar challenges and common strategies to navigate the difficulties, convincing us of the possibility to draw conclusions with a broader frame of reference, which we chose to define as challenging contexts.
The interpersonal skills discussed in this article were not consciously employed during our research.
Instead, they are the result of a process of deep reflection on why we made particular practical choices after unsatisfactory and at times unpleasant experiences. In consequence, the following sections leave out many of the practical fieldwork advice found in the existing literature. Instead, we focus on what we see as a general attitude underlying the capacity to make informed choices about exactly these practical tools, namely: the interpersonal skills that influence how the field responds to our academic necessities.
To illustrate how skills lead to concrete solutions, the following sections use selective examples, some that were common and others that were rare, but altogether critical experiences that eventually turned us into better researchers.
Gaining Access: Making and Keeping Contacts
with when initiating a field-based project. Three interpersonal skills proved especially relevant to successfully identify and secure access, as well as to earn the trust of our informants. These were:
openness, flexibility, and humility. Openness was crucial to help us identify networks of informants and establish first contacts in an unfamiliar setting, while flexibility allowed us to devise a wide range of strategies to contact our interviewees. Lastly, by placing our informants at the center of our field research, humility helped us gain their trust.
Openness
Challenging contexts are, by definition, uncertain, which makes identifying contacts, gaining access to them, and earning their trust particularly difficult. Thus, when we first arrived to the field, we approached the most familiar group of people: academics. Local scholars provided us with an initial sense of what relevant actors we should reach out to, but as one of us quickly noticed in Bolivia, their suggestions sometimes excluded informants that later proved key for the research project due to their ideological biases.
As an illustration, one of the authors' first interview- 
Positionality: Who Am I and Who Are They?
Like most post-graduate students today, before going to the field we had been exposed to literature on researcher identity-gender, age, race, class, religion, and nationality-and how it shapes the researcher-researched relationship (Kapoor 2004; Ortbals and Rincker 2009 ). We left for the field highly self-conscious about the contrast (or so we thought) between our social position and that of our local target groups. Eventually, however, we both learned that we need a greater degree of flexibility in self-identification than we had initially imagined. This section highlights the benefits of being flexible in performing different identity roles in our role as researchers.
In addition to flexibility, empathy and humility also helped avoid compromising the research and the well-being of those involved due to issues related to positionality.
Getting Prepared to Be Prepared: How Interpersonal Skills Aid Fieldwork in Challenging Contexts
Flexibility
Both of us felt we departed for the field from a comfortable position. We carried the name of a reputable home university and believed to be well-prepared academically to embark upon field research.
White and from a middle-class background, we had grown up with the possibility to get to know environments of diverse origins and where the boundaries of class and religion were relatively more fluid, which had allowed us to develop an attitude towards openness and empathy regardless of these categories. We were prepared to be declined access for our young(ish) age, which we thought might be seen as a sign of lacking seriousness. Interestingly, however, this turned out to be an advantage at least to get our foot in the door. Both urban elites and people in the countryside were surprisingly receptive to our requests and generous with their time and information. Deliberately and explicitly put at the center of our interest, they were often enthusiastic to share insights they most likely discussed only within closed networks. As other female researchers noted, looking "unthreatening" is amongst the most efficient door-openers in the field (Chiswell and Wheeler 2016:232). If our researcher identity proved beneficial for getting an interview, however, we felt that it raised the hurdle for getting a good interview.
Not being taken seriously meant the information we were given in many of our first interviews was irrelevant, imprecise, or greatly exaggerated.
Identity dynamics and the need for flexibility do not end at the door (see: Krasznai Kovàcs and Bose 2014).
The most common setting in our fieldwork experience was one in which we dealt with older males, some of whom quite apparently thought we could be sent off without a serious conversation. Following the often-repeated textbook advise, we sought to overcome the obstacle by demonstrating that we were well-versed in our subject matters. How- what we felt was a compromise between our research objectives and our position as self-confident women, we adopted two strategies.
First, we became more flexible at performing gender, accepting that in fieldwork, "making compromises and being compromised [sic]…is to be expected since all research studies are a complex mix of opportunism, compromise [sic], serendipity and skill" (Ross 2001:163) . The benefits of performing gender stereotypes were clear when it gave the "young lady" the power to put her interview partner into the flattering position of being the only resourceful person to help her out on a topic she did want to bother about. Specifically, it helped keep the interviewee talking, getting the researcher another appointment or an event invitation. Conscious that performing gender stereotypes surely does little to enhance the position of females generally, we obviously did not feel proud of using this strategy. In addition, therefore, we relied on a second approach that required not only flexibility, but also empathy and humility.
Empathy, Humility
The second strategy to counter disadvantageous gen- 
Researcher Well-Being as an Ethical Responsibility
Fieldwork may take a high physical and psychological toll on researchers (Moscuzza and Lunn 2014 well-being is important for more than the investigators' personal sake, but also because it affects the quality of our work and is a requirement for a number of academic standards such as the unbiased reporting of facts and the separation of personal feelings from the professional task. Challenging contexts raise, in particular, a series of issues that affect researchers' well-being, both physically and mentally. Openness to a different rhythm of daily life, unknown traditions, and potentially distrustful people, to name a few, is the first essential attitude to prevent negative emotional and physical reactions during field research. However, once the circumstances have begun to affect the researcher in a negative manner, a strategy to cope with these situations becomes necessary. In this section, we report how humility and flexibility proved key to maintain our well-being in the course of our fieldwork experience.
Humility
Humility is the first skill we drew on to make sense of unsettling feelings such as discomfort and insecurity, triggered by field research in challenging contexts. By allowing us to recognize how we felt, a humble attitude helped us deal with different situations such as negative emotional responses, uneasiness about sensitive issues or distrust to certain informants. It also led us to seek help in order to prevent these feelings from affecting our research.
As it was previously discussed, both of us experienced situations with male interviewees that affected our emotional well-being (see also Sharp and Kremer 2006; Mügge 2013) . Being asked out for dates by male interviewees or dismissed for being young women led to feelings of frustration that took an emotional toll that was sometimes not noticeable until we returned to our home institutions and began organizing our fieldwork material. In the course of fieldwork, however, peer counseling was crucial. Seeking our peers' help began by humbly acknowledging that such experiences had negatively affected us personally and possibly professionally. In order to prevent distressing interview situations from affecting the quality of our interpretations, discussing these issues, especially with female colleagues either in the field or who shared our recent fieldwork experience, was helpful to untangle the potential effects they could have on our writing process.
Sharing them helped us process our experiences and feel less isolated, as most of our female colleagues had experienced similar situations during their fieldwork, many times without even pondering their effects on their research. Furthermore, through these discussions, we also gathered practical advice that allowed us to prevent these situations by, for instance, meeting with interviewees during office hours when other people were around;
respectfully but clearly conveying our discomfort when someone held our hand during interviews;
rejecting invitations that were clearly inappropriate; and clarifying the terms of our professional relationship with male informants from the outset to prevent misunderstandings. Humility thus turned into an empowering tool that made our fieldwork experience safer and prevented potential biases in our writing process.
Similarly, while none of us investigated particularly sensitive issues, unsettling topics became part of our projects without our anticipation, such as human rights abuses and political repression. Initially, we pressured ourselves to deal quickly with our emotional reactions and to not let them interfere with the successful completion of the field research. However, humility to recognize that time was sometimes necessary to adapt or to find the right strategy to cope with our rejection to certain interviewees or particular experiences was crucial. Pondering the feelings these interviewees triggered, we noticed that discomfort and distrust were the most common reactions. Acknowledging that such feelings were not a sign of weakness, but a rather healthy reaction to emotionally challenging situations allowed us to assess whether these Getting Prepared to Be Prepared: How Interpersonal Skills Aid Fieldwork in Challenging Contexts were making way into our interpretations of facts.
Making the emotional reactions to sensitive issues part of the research process was important, since it led to the adoption of strategies that looked to corroborate the information collected and cancel out potential biases. For example, one of us decided to "pair" her interview materials by matching informants that triggered negative emotions with others with similar characteristics, but who did not elicit such feelings. With this she was able to identify the influence of distressful situations.
In another experience related to foreign policy-mak- to her research became a major finding as a pattern emerged when the topic came up in the interviews.
As it is detailed in the following section, flexibility was also necessary to address our emotional response to sensitive issues and allowed us to change our strategies to be able to use the material in the most objective way possible.
Flexibility
The cultural gap and the lack of knowledge about the proper practices in foreign countries triggered feelings of insecurity and sometimes anxiety.
A flexible attitude allowed us to rely on new strategies that helped us feel safer and more comfortable.
Conducting research in unfamiliar settings, away from our usual support networks and where we were constantly reminded of our foreign status at times triggered feelings of isolation (see also Palriwala 2005) . This loneliness was heightened by the few opportunities there were to discuss some of the challenges we faced on a daily basis with our local informants and scholars, either because there was little time, or because some of our emotional reactions were simply not shared by insiders. We found that sharing these emotions with other researchers was useful to prevent these feelings from affecting the quality of our fieldwork, even if these did not know the precise context of our field. The local institutions we were affiliated with provided emotional support during the few, but impactful moments where we felt disconnected from our environment and overwhelmed by a particular situation (see also Wong 2015) . Acknowledging that we were struggling with certain situations required humility, as well as the flexibility to temporarily put aside our roles as professional researchers during the moments we felt emotionally strained.
Likewise, one of us found that establishing contacts with local graduate students at a similar phase in the research process was helpful, as it made the foreign fieldworker feel less isolated and provided a support group both academically and emotionally. When possible, we also decided to partner with other researchers, especially those with better knowledge of local culture and conditions. One of us, for instance, began taking field trips with a local PhD student who was also conducting his dissertation research, and who helped her navigate cultural differences by explaining what certain activities entailed and the appropriate procedures to gain access to the community. Generally, taking breaks from fieldwork helped overcome the instances when we felt overwhelmed and allowed us to return to the field with renewed energies.
It is important to emphasize that the numerous strategies to cope with the mental and physical consequences of doing field research continued to be relevant upon our return from the field. When revising some of the early drafts of the thesis, written immediately after fieldwork, we realized that emotions had found their way into our writing despite our intentions to be "objective." Therefore, it is important to be aware of these issues whenever one uses material collected during field research, even if significant time has transpired. Indeed, we found that some distance helped better assess how emotions were affecting the research processes. Since personal well-being eventually influences the quality of academic work, the researcher's well-being needs to be considered among other ethical responsibilities of fieldwork.
Research Design and Data Analysis
The fourth major challenge examined is the difficulty to achieve accuracy and external validity when conducting research in challenging contexts.
Data that is hard to access and data that is simply non-existent renders the best of research designs futile and fly in the face of the expectation that serious social science ought to look "scientific." The preference for formal research methods surely varies across disciplines, but it is no exception to read that "many political scientists…dismiss research in foreign countries as a waste of time and money" (Hertel et. al. 2009:305) . With a commitment to produce original research, however, openness, together with a degree of flexibility, provides the researcher with several strategies that can help overcome particular difficulties in gathering the "right"
data. This section shows that missing information does not necessarily require radical changes to the original research design. Openness and flexibility, in contrast, can help to change focus and identify "alternative" data that fill in the void of missing data.
Openness
When the data collection method risks failing, we often turn too quickly to our research design to make what we believe to be necessary changes.
However, substantial changes are not always necessary nor are they always advisable (Höglund 2011:118 ; see also Zulauf 1999 Surely experiences like this one do not represent pieces of data or evidence on their own; however, cumulatively they are essential to make sense of the field in a way that other methods most likely cannot.
To make the most of such seemingly random experiences, we consider it relevant to repeat once more some well-established advice: note-taking is crucial.
Even for an open researcher, the process of recognizing and re-interpreting data requires time and single experiences often get forgotten during intensive periods of fieldwork. Together, we possess 21 notebooks full of interviews, reports, and observations from the fieldwork experiences described here. Looking in retrospect, nevertheless, we wish we had documented in an even better way our own impressions and the casual discussions and jokes from the field. Given that this type of regret occurs frequently, researchers are well-advised to always write down too much rather than too little.
Flexibility
While openness introduces a way to deal with missing data by re-interpreting information, flexibility helps find proxies in a creative way and adapt our strategies to collect data. This necessity arose strongly in the case of Malaysia, where an often arbitrarily applied internal security act complicated access to even the most trivial information.
As it turned out to be impossible to know what aspiring navy officers were taught about specific security problems, the researcher was tempted to dismiss the case study. However, when a local academic came up with an alternative solution where the freely accessible essay topics for the final examination of the military academy could be used as a proxy for what they had studied in class, the country could be incorporated into the investigation. Thus, identifying the proxy provided a costfree and relatively easy way out of what had initially appeared to be a problem with no solution.
Conclusions
A war-torn country, a community of difficult access, and research on polarized political settings all represent what we described as challenging contexts.
Challenging contexts, regardless of their type, are similar in that the researcher is faced with high levels of uncertainty. We have identified four particular challenges fieldworkers face when researching in these contexts: access, positionality, researcher well-being, and data collection. These may not be unique to challenging contexts, but so are their intensity, the responses they require, and the opportunities they provide. Advice on how to confront these challenges often comes in late, once the fieldworker has already had to deal with them and perhaps had done so in a suboptimal way.
Based on our experiences, we offered several suggestions for scholars on how to prepare themselves for field research in challenging contexts. These can be synthesized into four broad categories of interpersonal skills, which we believe allow the researcher to find practical solutions to potential problems as they arise. First, openness to new contexts, cultures, and experiences is key for researchers to fully embrace and enjoy the process of fieldwork. Second, empathy is crucial to understand the viewpoint of those who participate in our research projects, as well as our own role in the research process. Third, a healthy portion of humility helps recognize that many things are beyond our understanding, that often we need to ask for help, and that it is necessary to level the playing field of power asymmetries between ourselves and our research subjects. Finally, field researchers need flexibility to adapt to uncertain and changing circumstances in order to alter the course of action when a network of informants is closed, when data is not available, and when faced with unsettling or potentially risky situations.
Good fieldworkers are not born; they are made. Our approach emphasizes not particular practices, but skills that will allow fieldworkers to better assess which specific strategies are adequate when facing a challenge. Precisely because of its breadth, a skillbased approach will prove more effective to deal with the uncertainty of challenging contexts across a variety of research settings, including rural and urban settings and elite and grassroots participants, as we have shown.
The suggestions put forward in this article, we hope, will help scholars improve the quality of their field research and consequently of their research projects.
By concentrating on interpersonal skills, the task of "going to the field" can become a professionally and personally beneficial experience. Specifically, having a broader toolkit to deal with the unexpected aspects of conducting field research will better prepare the fieldworker to gauge the costs and benefits involved in the decisions they make, to be rigorous while enjoying the research process, and to be prudent while seizing the opportunities challenging contexts will bring them.
